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ABSTRACT 


This paper presents an analysis of the ontological substructions of the Byzantine liturgical chant. The 
author places the object of study (the sacred Byzantine music) in its natural environment - the church 
ritual, in which word and gesture, colour and shape, sound and light act synergistically to enable the 
hierophany. The Orthodox religious practice and the liturgical chant integrated thereto capitalize on 
the antinomy between circular time and linear time specific to the Byzantine thinking and born from 
the fusion of the Greco-Roman temporal representations with the Biblical ones. The interaction of the 
cyclical time with the linear time in the Byzantine chant creates the feeling of a continuous present or 
of "eternity unfolding in time" (Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite), while the sonic evolution within 
this perimeter becomes isotropic, almost motionless. The particular kinetics of the melos under 
analysis could be expressed by the formula "moving stasis", suggesting that in the dynamic/static 
bipolarity, the latter prevails. The supremacy of the static in Byzantine art stems not only from a 
certain reference to temporality, but also from its orientation towards capturing the essences, which are 
by definition unchanging, immutable. Although the Byzantine monody (as, in fact, most of the 
monodic cultures) relies mainly on temporal suggestiveness, it has absorbed and employs spatial 
representations.. Space and time subsist here in a primordial and indissoluble unity. The 
"immateriality" of the Byzantine melos dissolves space into time (or, perhaps, time into space), to 
eventually annihilate both, transposing the listener into a revealing and somewhat timeless and 
spaceless reality. Along the way, the author tackles many topics that are closely related to the main 
one: the apophatism as a means of accessing the transcognitive truths, the theanthropic nature of the 
sacred song, reflected in its intrinsic vocality, the affinities between the formal archetypes of music 
and the universal matrix codes. 
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1. Introduction 


In this text we will analyze the ontological substructions of the Byzantine liturgical 
chant, or, in other words, the essential dimensions that define it and which it objectifies in 
sound form: time, space and motion. 

In the argumentation that follows we will operate with a generalized image of the 
Byzantine sacred song, without distinguishing between its historical or geographical varieties. 
Such an approach seems correct, since we refer to an iterative art, subservient to the canon 
and tailored (especially in its classical form) after immutable patterns. 

We will place the object of study in its natural environment - the liturgical celebration, 
given that its purposes, facets and functions are fully shared and strengthened by the religious 


chant. 


2. Method 


The sacred chant of Byzantine tradition is a particular case of music, as well as a 
particular case of art. It will be therefore dealt with with the methodological arsenal of 
musicology and aesthetics. But since the liturgical chant is a synthesis between theology and 
music, we will also mobilize the means/results of the theological disciplines - historical, 
biblical, systematic and practical — in order to better understand its spirit and connotations. In 
perfect line with the specific nature of the issue at hand, we will also appeal to the 
phenomenology of music, being aware that it "is not a deductive science, its basic method is 


not deduction or induction, but phenomenological intuition" [1, p. 177]. 


3. Discussion 


It is known that the Byzantine mentality is deeply religious, marked in all its structures 
by the mundane/transcendent dichotomy and by the obsession of accessing the Divine 
Mystery. The Byzantine culture, like the other Christian liturgical cultures that evolved into 


traditions, has gradually developed a complex epiphanic framework — the religious ritual, in 
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which word and gesture, colour and shape, sound and light act synergistically to bring 
revelation closer. 

The basic formative elements of the Byzantine Rite include the temporal factor, which 
is based on a contradiction: the periodic repetition of the unique event of the Eucharist. In 
other words, the religious practice capitalizes on the duality between circular time and linear 
time specific to the Byzantine thinking and born from the fusion of the Greco-Roman 
temporal representations with the Biblical ones. Estheticians”' express this duality through the 
chronos-eon formula, where "chronos" is equivalent to "a closed temporal circuit, correlated 
... with the calendar cycles" [4, p. 49], and "eon" — to an eschatological, linear and irreversible 
time. 

It should be noted here that both the circular and the linear time are equally rooted in 
the finiteness of human existence and in the infinity of the sublime and indestructible divine 
existence. The circular time expresses its sacredness through its mythical dimension, in that it 
endlessly recreates an exemplary scenario, whereas the linear time (the Biblical "eon" or 
"olam") opens out into the "Great Time" (M. Eliade) by virtue of the metahistorical projection 
of human history and of its teleology”. If we delve further into the realms of the two concepts 
of time, we see that the circular time, with its perpetual return to the source, with its cyclicity, 
wipes out the qualitative differences between the time coordinates (past, present, future). 
However, the permanence of the eschatological expectation has the same implications. 

As part of the liturgical ceremony, music has absorbed the chronos/eon antinomy. The 
interaction of the cyclical time with the linear time in the Byzantine chant creates the feeling 
of a continuous present or, to use the terminology of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, of 
"eternity unfolding in time" (in Romanian: "vesnicie desfăşurată in timp"). Since no more 
disjunctions of the temporal instances can be performed, due to their being all united into one 
eternal present, the sonic evolution within a Byzantine melody loses (apparently, of course) 
its vectorial nature and becomes isotropic, even close to motionless. 

With these considerations, we have unveiled another existential landmark of the 
Byzantine chant: the dynamic/ static bipolarity. It has been noticed that the extension of the 
present moment in the Byzantine chant inhibits processuality and reduces the evolutive 
energy, without annulling them though. To explain the particular kinetics of a Byzantine 
monody, we will resort to a comparison. We invite the reader to recreate the feeling 


experienced by a human being inside an Orthodox church. Once he/she enters the holy abode, 


?! See the papers mentioned in the bibliography: [2], [4], [9], [13]. 
? See the papers mentioned in the bibliography: [6], [2]. 


73 


the believer remains nailed to the place for a while, fascinated by the splendour of the 
architecture and decoration, only his eyes wandering and observing the interior, sliding along 
the surfaces of the objects. The same ambivalence of progression and stagnation nourishes the 
religious chants. The effect of "moving stasis" is amplified in those samples of Byzantine 
music in which the ison intervenes. Here we find staticity, on the one hand, infiltrated in the 
melodic line, and on the other — concentrated in the ison itself. 

Thus, the prevalence of the static in the Byzantine thinking stems from a certain 
reference to temporality, but also has deeper conditionings. The Byzantine creator does not 


capture phenomena, but archetypes and essences, which are, by definition, unchanging. 


Therefore, he avoids all that is accidental, insignificant and perishable’. "If we look at the 
Byzantine forms from their own angle, i.e. quasi-theocentrically, says Lucian Blaga, they 
acquire as a reflection of immutability, something from the s t a t i c s of the uncreated, great, 
fundamental, universal, beyond life and death" [3, 96]. And Lucian Blaga develops further his 
thought: "The sophianic stylized figures (like those of the Byzantine icons — our note) 
manifest a calmness of supreme saturation, they are exempt from any effort, unrelated to any 
volitional act, they somehow acquire grace from above and are only receptive, static forms of 
the reconciliation, order and wisdom coming from high grounds" [3, p. 169]. 

Let us summarize: the Byzantine artist is the operator of ideas, which he must not only 
contemplate "quasi-theocentrically", but also treat with the respect due to divine emanations. 
Hence - the conservative, canonic character (in the aesthetic sense of the word) of Byzantine 
art. The psaltis inherits from his predecessors the corpus of sacred songs considered to be of 
divine inspiration and which have descended the stairs of the "celestial hierarchy", to make 
themselves heard. By tradition, the painter is presented with the iconographic patterns, seen as 
perceptible irradiations of the celestial spheres. 

Committed to the responsibility of revealing the essences, the Byzantine art cultivates 
the inner balance and the sober detachment (perpetuated, without always preserving the 
religious motivations, by the later classical and classicizing styles). For, if the world of 
archetypes is motionless, then the ascent of man to that land must follow suit and be a static 
one. Defining this static ascent is hardly an easy task. We suspect, however, that it is outlined 
in the apophatism of some precursors of the Byzantine patristics, particularly in that of 
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in the Mystical Theology [14]. Let us dwell a little on this 


notion. 
? See: V. Lazarev, Vizantiiskaia estetika, in: [11, p. 15-20], [2, p. 96], [10, pp. 183-184], [12, pp. 271-280]. 
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The apophatism, "the lived evidence of God's existence after denying through 
transcendence the created existences" [15, p. 27], pertains to pure, ethereal mystics, which, 
despite transgressing the liturgical, draws its sap from its mysteries. Ever "since its beginning, 
more specifically since the chanting of the Cherubic Hymn, the Liturgy has unfolded on a 
mystical note. Therefore, in the preparation of the ceremony one can notice the obvious 
tendency to transpose reflection, the religious feeling and piety to a higher level, we could call 
it beyond-feeling (emphasis added)" [19, p. 201]. The rising line of knowing and of growing 
closer to the Godhead (and here we have a typically Byzantine antinomy: an ascending 
motion leads to apophatic depths) leads "from the contemplation of the mysteries in the 
sensible forms of the cult to the unitive contemplation of the spirit separated from any sensible 
form" [5, p. 74]. In this intimate hierophantic exercise, the unseen and the incomprehensible 
("The Godhead is utterly uncircumscribed and there is no comprehensive mental 
understanding, or acoustic marking of its nature" [16, p. 84]) conjures up the divine darkness, 
and the ineffable — the silence. The apophatic path towards the transcognitive truths 
eventually passes into silence. "When plunging into the Darkness that is above the intellect, 
we pass not merely into brevity of speech, but even into absolute silence of thoughts and of 
words...", writes the Areopagite [2, p. 55]. Interestingly, the Byzantine sacred music obeys the 
imperative of silence. It is the very "embodiment" of silence in a musical-verbal discourse. 
The paradox is obvious, but then the paradoxical is the hallmark of Byzantine aesthetics. 

Here is, among other things, another typical antinomy. Although entirely absorbed by 
the ideal of capturing the transcendental, the art of the icon remains within the realm of 
anthropomorphism. the human being — indeed, transfigured and spiritualized — is its central 
element. A similar duality characterizes the religious chant: the musical discourse, endowed 
with theophanic virtues, is entrusted to the human voice, which is associatively related to the 
earthly and perishable. The Byzantine artistic sensitivity remains true to itself: in this timbral 
garb, the liturgical melos creates bridges between ephemeral and eternal, physical and 
metaphysical, by activating energies in both directions. Thus, pictorial anthropomorphism 
finds an equivalent in the vocality of Byzantine music, and implicitly in its theanthropic 
nature. 

We have not yet touched the question of space in the liturgical chant. This is because 
the Byzantine monody (as most of the monodic cultures) relies mainly on temporal 
suggestiveness. But space and time subsist here in a primordial and indissoluble unity. The 


contemplator’s spatial implication is manifest both in the area of the sensitive immediacy (we 
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perceive the ex tent of durations, the l en g th of sonorities), and in that of image 
prediction (we project ourselves in thein finiteness of eternity). 

Or, the "incomprehensible" that sacred music evokes is also all-comprehending and, to 
the same extent, spaceless and timeless. The "immateriality" of the Byzantine melos dissolves 
space into time (or — who knows? — time into space), to eventually annihilate both. This is not 
only the case of music. Painting too transposes us into a somewhat timeless and spaceless 
revealing reality. Its means are: refusal of mimetic representations, bidimensionality, the 
reverse perspective and the multiple viewpoint, the lack of chiaroscuro, of shading and of 


volume. 
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